he proposed as an alternative to exsanguination and other damaging practices was a distinct advance'. But a few things have happened in science since 1810, especially in chemistry, pharmacology, genetics, molecular biology and immunology. These disciplines were not advanced by people who were unable to distinguish between open-mindedness and plain absurdity.
That Mr Hart and his colleagues (February 1997 JRSM, pp 73-8) should have found that 'homoeopathic arnica' has no effect on pain and postoperative recovery after hysterectomy is neither here nor there. What is important is that a respected medical journal should seem to imply that, however ridiculous, the inclusion of a subject in its pages is justified so long as its statistical treatment is impressive. It is also important that it should seem to imply the possibility that phrases like 'C30 potency' have any scientific meaning whatsoever. If a word like 'potentiation' is used to mean 'increase in power' well and good. But if it is used to mean 'increase in power by a process of dilution to the extent that not a single molecule of the substance being diluted can logically remain' then surely the limits of absurdity have been breached.
Pre-scientific pharmacology at the level of, say, Culpeper2, was characterized by assertions such as 'arnica is good in . That, at least, whether true or false, was a reasonable proposition. But to take some arnica and, by serial dilution, laboriously to remove every scrap of it and then to suggest that the diluent now possesses, in greatly enhanced degree, the original therapeutic powers of the arnica (however delusory), is to revert to plain superstition.
What are intelligent lay people to make of this? What kind of effect can it have on the minds of medical students to whom we owe a dutv of rigorous care in the presentation of demonstrable truth? Not, I submit, a very salutary one. The anatomy lesson of Professor Barge Hendriksen and Hijmans (November 1996 JRSM, pp 649-50) described how, in the early days of the German occupation in Leiden, Professor JAJ Barge gave his anatomy class a series of lectures that deliberately undermined the racial theories of the Nazis. The last of these lectures, explicitly denying the existence of a German race, inspired the medical students to join a strike in the University. The article proposed a fund to commemorate Barge's courage and integrity by means of an annual lecture which the authors wryly suggested could be about the backbone of man. Se'veral readers inquired about the possibility of contributing to such a fund.
The proposal has become a reality. The Barge Foundation has now been established to provide for scientific and educational activities in physical anthropology; and part of the programme is an annual lecture on ethical aspects of medicine and on the role of the physician in society. The goal is £300000, and £250000 has already been giv-en. Further donations are most welcome. Administrative expenses are very low; there are no paid staff. Would prospective donors from outside the Netherlands please contact me first, so that we can avoid the high cost of cashing foreign cheques.
Ph J Hoedemaker
Chairman and former dean, Leiden University Medical School, PO Box 9606, 2300 RC Leiden, The Netherlands CORRECTION Development and evaluation of a novel patient information system
In Table 2 of this paper (October 1996 JRSM, pp 557-600) the phrases 'Quite easy to read' and 'Very easy to read' have been transposed: the numbers and percentages should, however, remain as in the present order.
